Opioid overdose mortality in Kansas, 2001-2011: toxicologic evaluation of intent.
Drug concentration is a factor in the determination of the manner of death, but considerable overlap exists between therapeutic and toxic concentrations. This study aims to quantify opioid mortality in Kansas from use of fentanyl, methadone and oxycodone and to evaluate utility of drug concentrations for the determination of the manner of death. Cases referred to a forensic pathology practice in Kansas for autopsy from 1 January 2001 to 31 December 2011 were considered. The criterion for inclusion was detection of fentanyl, methadone and/or oxycodone in postmortem toxicology. Of 9,789 cases, 3,315 had positive toxicology: 180 of fentanyl, 299 of methadone and 310 of oxycodone. There were 207 single opioid fatalities, 264 polydrug overdoses and 318 deaths where an opioid was present but not contributory to the mechanism of death. In line with published studies, incidence of opioid overdose deaths increased over the time of the study. Drug concentrations within each cause and manner of death covered broad ranges. Non-natural and natural manners had less overlap than existed within non-natural manners in limited comparisons. This study shows that drug concentration is independent of manner for non-natural deaths and although insufficient to identify intent, can provide a guideline in differentiating non-natural from natural deaths.